In 1142, on a journey to Rome, Aelred met St. Bernard of Clairvaux, who asked him to write about friendship. The result was his first major work, Speculum Caritatis (The Mirror of Love), a treatise especially important for its celebration of an intimate relationship he had enjoyed with a recently deceased monk, Simon.
In his writings on friendship, Aelred distinguished three kinds: carnal, worldly, and spiritual friendship.
Carnal friendship is a mutual harmony in vice which begins when lustful eyes allow into the mind images of beautiful bodies. Its governing principle is pleasure. Aelred was familiar with the practice of it.
Under the guise of good advice and in a context of lamenting his promiscuous youth, he offered his sister, a cloistered nun, a hint of how he had sometimes sinned and how badly: "Do not imagine that men in the absence of women and women in the absence of men cannot defile themselves, for the detestable sin that inflames a man with passion for a man (vir in virum) or a woman for a woman (femina in feminam) is judged more serious than any other crime."
Moreover, he opens a little window on lived reality when he scolds two old monks who still sleep together in the same bed, cuddle, and kiss, yet claim to have no fear for their chastity because their genitals are powerless to commit sin.
The governing principle of worldly friendship is utility. Utility exploits the human impulse to love and be loved. Preoccupied with temporal advantages, it follows the purse.
True friendship, however, is grounded in Christ and, like chastity, is a gift of God's grace. Aelred based his conception of spiritual friendship on a metaphysics of the kiss. When a friend kisses his friend in the spirit of Christ not only do their two souls and hearts become one, the soul of each begins a journey through the degrees of love to union with Christ, who in turn will kiss them and make them one in spirit with him.
